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The National Institute of Standards and
Technology is enabling the development
of an integrated healthcare information in-
frastructure by developing test tools and
techniques that will facilitate seamless
exchange of information across the health-
care enterprise.

ccording to the Centers for Medicare and Med-

icaid Services, the US spent nearly $2.6 trillion

on healthcare in 2010, an amount estimated to

nearly double by the end of this decade (www.
cms.gov). This rate of spending was underscored by
Athenahealth CEO Jonathan Bush: “The US spends an
amount equal to 300 percent of India’s GNP on health-
care, and India’s population is three times ours” (Fortune,
16 Jan. 2012, p. 22). In an attempt to rein in healthcare
costs, the Obama administration, like the preceding Bush
administration, has initiated a major effort to move from
paper-based medical record keeping to electronic health
records (EHRs). These efforts established the Office of the
National Coordinator for Health Information Technology
(ONC) and formulated financial incentives for the nation’s
physicians to use EHRs, which will jointly lead to consider-
able automation in the healthcare industry.

To take advantage of such automation, information
generated in the healthcare enterprise must be digitally
encoded with the right semantics, archived for efficient
storage and retrieval, and transported reliably, securely,
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and efficiently, without any information loss. Accord-
ingly, the National Institute of Standards and Technology
has been working closely with ONC; Integrating the
Healthcare Enterprise (IHE; www.ihe.net), an initiative
by healthcare professionals and industry to improve the
way healthcare computer systems share information;
and other organizations, such as IEEE, to accelerate the
adoption of information technology by US healthcare
enterprises.

NIST, specifically its Information Technology Labora-
tory, is involved in several healthcare automation activities
focused on developing associated test methods, protocols,
and specifications, for interoperability. These projects,
which frequently involve coordination with related or-
ganizations such as IHE, have been devised according to
healthcare information flows.

INFORMATION FLOW IN
HEALTHCARE SERVICES

The healthcare services industry generates and pro-
cesses large amounts of complex information relating
to patient diagnosis, testing, monitoring, treatment, and
health management; billing for healthcare services; and
asset management of healthcare resources. Healthcare
delivery is a collaborative process, with many physicians,
specialists, nursing staff, and technicians from multiple
orgdanizations participating in patient treatment. In addi-
tion, many external organizations, including government
agencies, insurance companies, employers, medical re-
searchers, pharmacists, and even lawyers in malpractice
suits use the resulting healthcare information.
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